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CHAPTER 1

Growth Loops vs. Funnels: What's the
Difference

The traditional marketing funnel: Awareness — Interest —
Decision — Action. It is linear. It needs constant “fuel” (budget,
new leads). It ends at conversion. Growth loops are a different
concept: every user or customer creates the conditions for
acquiring the next one. The cycle is self-sustaining. When designed
well, it produces accelerating returns.

The best-known example is the Dropbox Referral Loop. A user
gets extra storage for inviting a friend. The friend signs up and
also gets storage. The friend invites their own friends. Dropbox
grew from 100,000 to 4,000,000 users in 15 months without paid
advertising. The referral program delivered 3,900% growth in 15
months. The cost of acquiring a user: near zero.

The three elements of a growth loop. Input: the user does
something inside the product. Action: that action creates an output
outside the product. Output: it attracts a new user. Calendly
example: a user sends a Calendly link (input action) — the recipient
sees a link with Calendly branding and a “Get your free Calendly”
CTA (output) — the recipient signs up (a new user). Every use of
Calendly is an ad for Calendly. This is embedded virality.

K-factor (viral coefficient): k = n X p. Here n is the number of
invitations the average user sends, and p is the percentage of
invitees who convert. If k > 1, growth is viral (each user brings in
more than one new user). If k < 1, growth is possible but needs
external input. At k = 0.5, every 2 users bring in 1 new one. That is
not viral, but it lowers CAC.

Types of growth loops: viral loops (invitations, sharing). SEO
loops (UGC - search traffic —» signups). Content loops (content
attracts — backlinks — more traffic). Paid acquisition loops
(revenue — more ads — more revenue). Network effect loops (more
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users — more value — more users).
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CHAPTER 2

Viral Loops: How to Build Virality into a
Product

Virality is not added to a product after launch. It has to be built
into the core user flow.

Types of viral mechanics. Inherent virality: the product by nature
involves sharing or collaboration. Examples: Zoom (you have to
send a link to someone), Google Docs (you have to share the
document), Slack (you have to add teammates). Word of mouth:
the user is so happy that they tell others without any incentive.
This is the most valuable type and the least controllable.
Incentivized virality: Dropbox extra storage, Uber ride credits,
Robinhood free stock. It creates an artificial incentive to share. It
works but needs careful unit economics. Signature virality: “Sent
from iPhone,” “Powered by Notion,” the Calendly footer. Every use
is a branded impression. A very cheap and effective loop.

How to add signature virality: put a branded footer in emails
sent from your product. “Powered by [Your App]—Get yours free.”
In documents and exports, add a logo and a link. In embeds
(widgets on third-party sites), add branding. The key condition: do
not be too pushy. It should look like helpful information, not an ad.

Referral program design. A good referral program gives an
incentive to both sides (the referrer AND the referee). A reward
tied to the product (extra storage, an extended trial) beats cash
(engagement is higher). Simple mechanics (one link, no
complexity). Trust: a referable product, since users recommend
only what they believe in. Bad referral programs: cash the user
cannot access until a large threshold. Complicated mechanics. A
reward only for the referrer. No visibility (the user cannot see their
status).

Network effects vs. viral loops. A network effect means the
product's value grows with every new user (Slack, LinkedIn,
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Facebook). A viral loop is an acquisition mechanism and can exist
without a network effect. The combination of the two is the
strongest possible moat. Example: WhatsApp has a viral loop (to
talk to people on your phone, you install whatever they already
use) plus a network effect (all your friends are there, so you are
there too).
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CHAPTER 3

SEO and Content Loops: Organic Growth
Through Content

The SEO loop is one of the most durable growth mechanisms for
B2B SaaS. It takes time to launch but then runs on its own.

The programmatic SEO loop: users create content (UGC) —
Google indexes that content — organic traffic arrives = new users
sign up — they create more content. Examples: Yelp (reviews -
SEO traffic). Airbnb (listings - SEO — bookings — more hosts —
more listings). Canva (templates — SEO - signups — more
templates created). Webflow (showcase — SEO - signups).
TripAdvisor (reviews — SEO — bookings). The key condition: your
users create public content that has search value.

How to build a programmatic SEO loop. Identify what content
your users create (profiles, templates, reviews, listings). Make that
content publicly indexable (not behind a login). Optimize SEO:
title, meta, and structured data for every page. Add a CTA to every
page: “Create your own [thing].” Measure: organic traffic -
signups from organic.

The blog/content SEO loop: you create content (articles, tools,
calculators) — it ranks in Google — organic traffic —» signups —
some of those users become advocates — they write about you —
backlinks - more SEO authority — better rankings. This is a long
game (6-12 months to results) but the most cost-efficient one over
the long term.

Free tools for the SEO loop: build free tools related to your
niche. Examples: HubSpot Website Grader (attracts marketers —
HubSpot signups). Moz Free Keyword Research Tool (attracts
SEOs — Moz subscribers). Stripe Tax Calculator (attracts
businesses — Stripe customers). Your tool: what do your potential
customers want to calculate or do for free? Build it. Optimize it for
search. Add a CTA.
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Metrics for the SEO loop: organic traffic (absolute and trend).
Keyword rankings (top 10, top 3). Organic — signup conversion
rate. Backlink profile (domain rating). Content velocity (how many
new indexable pages you create each month).
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CHAPTER 4

PLG: How Notion, Figma, and Slack Grow
Product-Led

Product-Led Growth (PLG) is a strategy in which the product is
the main engine of acquisition, conversion, and expansion. It is the
opposite of sales-led growth, where the sales team drives growth.

Key principles of PLG: a free or freemium model as the entry
point. Self-serve onboarding with no need to talk to sales. Built-in
virality and collaboration mechanisms. Expansion revenue: the
user pays more as they use more. Product Qualified Leads (PQL):
automatic identification of users who are ready to upgrade.

Notion's PLG mechanics: the free plan is very generous
(practically unlimited for personal use). Invite teammates — a
powerful collaboration tool. Public pages — SEO loop plus viral
sharing. Templates marketplace — UGC plus SEO. Free
educational content — builds awareness. Conversion triggers: team
size, collaboration needs, advanced permissions.

Figma's PLG mechanics: a free plan for individual designers.
Invite clients for feedback — the client sees Figma — may sign up.
Design handoff for developers — developers at the company see
Figma. Collaboration requires everyone to be in Figma — team
expansion. The PLG result: Figma won enterprise customers
without an enterprise sales team.

Slack's PLG mechanics: the bot and integration ecosystem
attracts developers. A free tier with limited history. Invite
teammates — the team is on Slack. Expand to more channels = hit
limits — upgrade. Acquisition: bottom-up through individual users,
then up to a company-wide deployment.

How to measure PLG effectiveness. Time-to-Value (TTV): how
quickly a new user reaches the key value moment. PQL conversion
rate: the % of users who reach the PQL threshold and convert to
paid. Expansion revenue: the % of MRR growth from existing
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customers. Organic ratio: the % of new signups that come without
paid acquisition.

PQL definition: define your product's “magic moment.” Example
for a collaboration tool: “the user created 3 documents and added
1 collaborator” — PQL. Automation: when a user reaches PQL,
automatically trigger an in-app upgrade prompt, an email from the
founder or sales, and a personalized predefined offer. The PQL
approach lets the sales team focus only on warm leads.
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CHAPTER 5

How to Launch a Growth Loop from
Scratch

Theory is great, but most startups get stuck on the question
“where do we start?” Here is a concrete plan.

Step 1—Define your “loop hypothesis.” Choose the one loop type
that is most natural for your product. If it is a collaboration
product — a viral/invite loop. If it is a content platform - an
SEO/UGC loop. If it is a marketplace — a supply/demand loop.
Write the hypothesis: “When [user action] — [this creates] — [it
attracts a new user] —» measurable through [metric].”

Step 2—Find your current, unoptimized loop. Almost every
product already has the beginnings of a loop. Users are already
telling others somehow. Find it. Talk to 10 new users: “How did
you hear about us?” Track sources in your analytics. The most
frequent organic source is your natural loop.

Step 3—Optimize one loop. Do not try to do everything at once.
Take one loop. Reduce friction: remove any step that is not
necessary. Add an incentive: if an incentive helps, add it. Improve
output quality: the better the “ad” a new user sees, the higher the
conversion. Measure the k-factor before and after.

Step 4—Measure loop velocity. Cycle time: how long it takes
from the “input action” to “new user acquired.” Conversion at each
step. K-factor. The goal: raise the k-factor from 0.1 to 0.3-0.5. At k
= 0.5, every $1 spent on acquisition brings $2 in LTV through the
loop.

Step 5—Add a second loop, but only after the first loop is
documented and working. A viral loop plus an SEO loop make a
powerful engine. They reinforce each other: SEO attracts, virality
multiplies.

The main mistake: you cannot add a growth loop to a product
that has no product-market fit. PMF comes first. Loops come
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second. Loops accelerate growth. They do not create demand
where there is none.
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What next

Thank you for reading “Growth Loops: Viral Growth Without an
Ad Budget”.

Updates to this book, EPUB and PDF files and every guide in the
series are on the book page: guides.mmix.biz/en/growth-loops

Maksym Stepanenko, Innova Publishing.
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